Plasma beta-endorphin levels in silent myocardial ischemia induced by exercise.
Although silent myocardial ischemia is a well recognized phenomenon, the reasons for the lack of symptoms in patients with coronary artery disease (CAD) is unclear. Because the endogenous opioid beta-endorphin has been related to pain modulation, plasma beta-endorphin levels were studied before, during and after exercise-induced ischemia in symptomatic and asymptomatic men. Because beta-endorphin responses have been closely linked to adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH) and cortisol responses, these hormones also were measured. Nine symptomatic and 12 asymptomatic patients with a high probability (at least 95%) of CAD and 8 apparently healthy men completed a Bruce protocol treadmill test. Blood samples were drawn before, during and 10 minutes after exercise. During exercise the measured hormones showed no significant increases from basal levels. However, plasma beta-endorphin, ACTH and cortisol levels were significantly elevated (p less than or equal to 0.01) 10 minutes after exercise in all 3 groups. There was no significant difference in plasma beta-endorphin levels during or after exercise between the symptomatic and asymptomatic patients with CAD. Thus, differences in circulating levels of beta-endorphin, ACTH and cortisol are not associated with the presence or absence of pain during exercise-induced myocardial ischemia.